
Managing a Beta Program  
Overview

This paper is an outline of ten steps, with additional recommendations and tips to help you develop and manage your Beta Program. It is intended for Beta Programs for enterprise software or complex software with 10 or fewer beta clients.
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Step 1 - Ensuring you have Adequate Time and Resources
The primary requirement of a good beta program is sufficient time. If you do not have enough time planned for your program, you need to consider scaling back your objectives, expectations or the number of participants you wish to include. The time you allocate is highly dependant upon your release cycles, the objectives of the program and the complexity of your product.  
You should plan at a minimum to deliver a stable release (nearing the end of your release cycle, perhaps your first release candidate) to your customer. Give them adequate time to test and provide feedback and give your own company adequate time to then incorporate their feedback. Use the table below or create a similar method for determining what amount of time you will need.  
Example: Calculating Time (Duration of the Program)
	Activity
	Est. Time (Days)

	1. Preparing the Software for delivery to the Beta Tester(s)
	1

	2. Time to Install
	.5

	3. Time to Configure
	.1

	4. Time to Train The Customer
	.4

	5. Time For Customer Testing
	15

	6. Time to Gather and Consolidate Feedback
	.5

	7. Time to communicate Feedback to engineering
	.5

	8. Time for Engineering to Incorporate Feedback
	10

	Total
	28 (Working Days)


The above time will give your customers 3 weeks to test the product. 

If you will do multiple builds (test releases), multiply the total number above by the number of builds.

If you have multiple participants (example: 4 participants) add items 2,3,4,6 and 7 and multiple by the number of participants. Add this to derive the total time (in working days).
	Total
	28

	X 4
	12

	Total
	40 (Working Days)


Now think about and plan your resources. 

· What types of resources will be required to support your beta users and how much of their time will be required? 
· Consider this relative to how mature your product documentation is, how many new features there are and other factors that will impact this.   
· Does this program impact other activities or priorities that these resources are already scheduled to do during this time period?
· Do you plan to provide the customer with Test Scripts? If so, who will develop them?
· Can you guarantee their availability to support this effort to ensure you have proper support to your beta users?

	Resource Type and Name
	Expected Role/Time

	Engineer, Jane Doe
	Installation Support/2 days

	Engineer, John Doe
	Inquiry Support/4 clients X 8 hours =24 hours

	Engineer, Jane Doe
	Training Required for the End User/2 days

	Product Manager, Jane Smith
	Preparation and communication per client

Feedback Methods
Bugs and Enhancement Recommendations
How will you track bugs?

How will you track enhancements?
ie: Survey Creation (4 hours)

     Weekly Calls (2 hours weekly)

     Debrief Meetings (2 hours per client)

	Product Manager, Jane Smith
	Gather, Consolidate and Prioritize Feedback

Communicate Feedback

	Engineer, John Doe
	Incorporate Enhancement Recommendations
(Will you do them prior to GA or plan them for another release)


As you continue to define your Beta programs objectives and scope, revisit this section.

Step 2 – Define your Beta Program Objectives

The objectives of your beta program should be clear. Be sure to validate the programs objectives with all stakeholders in engineering, marketing, customer support. Are the objectives of your Beta Program to:

· Validate/Improve Usability?

· Validate Scalability? 
· Test stability?

· Identify bugs your own testing might not uncover? 
· Create References?

By having clear objectives, you will identify the right participants and the measurements and methods for gathering feedback. For example, if scalability is important to customer satisfaction and new sales, than you want a beta client that plans to test a high number of users or transactions and you’ll want to be sure to define the metrics you want them to gather as part of your feedback criteria. 
	Objective
	Priority

	Validate installation is easy and can be done within X amount of time
	1

	What will the measurements for this be?

· Time the installation took

· Number of inquiries made during installation

	

	Ease of navigation/usability
	2

	What will the measurements for this be?

· Number of inquiries about navigation?

· Number of enhancement suggestions?

· Click behavior observation as client uses software?
· Survey Responses on Usability?


	

	Validate New Feature(s)
	3

	What will the measurements for this be?


	

	Utilize beta tester as a reference for (PR, Quote, other)
	4

	What types of quotes are you looking for? 
Pre-define them so your customer understands what you’ll be asking of them and they know the context in which to look at or evaluate your product?


	


Step 3 – Define the Benefits of the Program for the Participants
Getting customers and or prospects to participate in a beta program and commit the time required to provide valuable feedback requires some benefit to the participant(s). 

Consider what benefits your beta testers will receive for their involvement in the program. 

· For new clients perhaps it is a discount on the Software

· For existing customers, additional user licenses for free or at a discount

· Or, discount on services or support
· Being first to evaluate and ‘shape’ new valuable features

Step 4 – Identify and Validate Beta Program Participants


Based on your objectives, define the type of Beta customers you are seeking.  Working with your account team, identify your key “target” customers/prospects.  Once you define the scope of the program, provide them with your agreements, validat their willingness to participate in the program. (See Steps 5, 6 and 7)
	Target Customer/Prospect
	Contact
	Confirmed

	Customer A
	Name/Phone/E-Mail
	Yes

	Prospect B
	Name/Phone/E-Mail
	Pending

	Prospect C
	Name/Phone/E-Mail
	Pending

	Prospect D
	Name/Phone/E-Mail
	Yes

	
	
	


Step 5 – Define the Scope and Time-Lines of the Beta Program
 Define the scope and tactics of the beta program.

	Item
	Description
	Resources Required

	Total (Maximum) Number of Customers
	4
	 

	Target Kick-Off Date(s)

Customer A
Customer B

Customer C

Customer D

 
	
7/10/2006

7/11/2006
7/12/3006
7/13/2006
	
Product Manager to hold kick-off call, present  and review program

	Delivery of The Software
	7/9/2006
	Who/Medium (Down load, CD)

	Installation of the Software

Customer A
Customer B

Customer C

Customer D
	
7/10/2006
7/11/2006
7/12/2006
7/12/2006
	Do you need to install to guarantee success or can the Customer.  Is an engineer needed to support installs. How should the client make inquiries during installation if they have installation issues?

	Training Required
	Type

Duration
Dates
	What type of training is required? 
Who will provide it?
What will the duration be?

	Duration of the Entire Program

 
	From July 10th – August 31.
	Who will support the clients with inquiries during this period?

	Periodic Phone Calls
	Duration

Standing Day/Time

Number


Chair
	Will you hold  weekly, calls?

	Feedback Method(s)
	
	How will your track Bugs? 

How will your track enhancements? 

Will you use an on-line survey, send a word or excel survey,  gather the data verbally on calls, in a face to face meeting? 

Use Multiple methods?

	De-Brief Meetings
	Duration

Date(s)

Location(s)
Attendees
	Will you hold de-brief meetings?

Will you structure the feedback session?

	Consolidation of Feedback
	
	

	Feedback Shared with Engineering
	
	

	Engineering Changes
	
	


Step 6 – Define Feedback Criteria   

Clearly you will have 2 forms of feedback. You will have Bugs and Enhancement Requests.


Tracking Bugs: 

Dependant upon the complexity of your product and product maturity, you will have to decide what method is best. There are many low end in-expensive bug tracking databases, on-line ticket tracking systems or you can build your own bug tracking tool in Excel. Be sure to have the following fields for all your bugs:

1) Date Entered

2) Company

3) Contact  
4) Environmental Items (Such as what OS, Database, Network or other environmental variables that may have an effect on the product)

5) Product and Version Being Tested
6) Bug Description

7) Method/Steps to reproduce

8) Screen Shots ( if possible and can be uploaded)

9) Log File attachments (if possible and can be uploaded)

10) A Ranking Method (Showstopper, Fatal, Critical, High Priority, Medium Priority, Low Priority Cosmetic)

a. A definition of what each ranking means so you have consistency in classification
11) Status: Open, Working, Closed, Targeted Fix for Release X


One method you can consider using during a beta program is to deliver to the client, a Bug Tracking Spreadsheet. (Of course, it is best if you have an on-line system through which the customer can enter their bugs).  In this case, if the bug is fatal or critical preventing the customer from moving forward, clearly establish a method of communicating this level of severity for immediate resolution.

Tracking Enhancement Suggestions:
Your enhancement feedback should align to your objectives.  Here are some tips and methods you can use to gather your feedback. 
Method 1: Do a weekly call with all participants. This should include your Product Manager and Technical Engineer. It can help to consolidate inquiries and feedback as each client is likely to have some of the same questions and/or ideas.
Strongly consider making this a part of the Beta Agreement.
Method 2: Consider using an on-line survey tool like Zommerang. At the end of the Beta Program, ask your clients to participate in the survey. The survey tool will help you prioritize and consolidate the information automatically, saving you time on consolidation and analysis.

Strongly consider making this a part of the Beta Agreement.
As many Survey questions as possible should be in the form of ranking, for example using a point system such as 1 thru 5.  Categorize your questions and align them to your objectives. Have ranking questions and then allow for open comments/free form text responses.


For example:

Category: Ease of Use


Q. Were you able to easily navigate the tools user interface?



R. Select 1 thru  5 ,  5 being the highest.


Q. Was the overall interface clear and intuitive?


R. Select 1 thru  5 ,  5 being the highest.

Q. Were menus and functions organized in a logical manner?

R. Select 1 thru  5 ,  5 being the highest.


Include Free Form Comments: 

           Q. What other recommendations do you have for the User Interface?
Method 3: Having a de-brief meeting with the Beta Tester is of critical importance. It allows your team and the Beta tester team time to discuss and collaborate on the products current and future capabilities. Be sure to have structure for your meeting. Organize and categorize the areas you are seeking feedback on, prepare this in advance and drive your discussion around these topic areas.
Strongly consider making this a part of the Beta Agreement.
Method 4: f you have an-online bug tracking or ticket system, have your Beta Testers use it. Ask you testers to enter enhancements into the system. Be sure they can classify the items as enhancements and that there is an appropriate place to give you some clear explanation of the technical and business value of the enhancement. 

In addition, have fairly fine-grained set of classifications that they can choose from, and be sure that you have very well defined priority descriptions. 

For example:

Classification: Usability

Sub-Classification: Reporting


Priority 1 – Essential to a comprehensive solution

Priority 2 – Helpful in making the solution more comprehensive  

Priority 3 – Nice to Have


You need common understanding of priorities and other classifications across all respondents.
All of this will make it much easier for you to review and properly prioritize enhancement items later on.

Step 7 – Assemble and Deliver the Beta Program Package
A letter along defining the benefits of participation and general obligations along with the terms, duration, expectations and a high level schedule of the program should be created and delivered to each Beta participant. Refer to Appendix A for an example.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Refer to the Beta_Testing_Agreement provided in Appendix A of this document
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Step 8 – Kick-Off the Beta Program
With each client, be sure to officially kick-off the Beta program. Hold a meeting (conference call as a minimum) a few days prior to the day of installation. 

In Advance of the meeting:
1) Ask them in advance to review the beta agreement and to assemble the principle individuals that will be involved in the project

2) If your kick off meeting will be in-person, and travel expense is involved, be sure that you have verified that the customer has reviewed the beta agreement fairly thoroughly and has identified all of their testing team members who need to attend the kick-off meeting


At the meeting (or call):

1)  Review the beta testing objectives to be sure the customer understands your full  
     objectives and that you understand theirs

2)  Be sure the client has their environment prepared. 
a. Walk them through a check list if necessary.

3)   Be sure logistics are understood and contact information is clear
4) Make sure that they understand the commitment they are making in terms of their time and resources

5) Have them identify specifically who will be performing various tasks that you are asking them to perform under the agreement and be sure all points of contact are clear between both parties
6) Review the tools they will be using to record problems and make enhancement suggestions as well as mutually track the beta program as a project


Like any good project, a clear kick-off with a comprehensive check list will ensure everyone is on the same page, expectations are clearly set and met.

Step 9 – Track the Program
The product manager should have a project plan in some form they are using to track the overall tasks and deliverables of the Beta Program. In your periodic joint program meetings, you should review your latest project and problem reports. If either party is unclear about any particular problem, enhancement request or priority, these project meetings are the forum to be sure that communication is very clear and any necessary clarification are noted using the project tools. 
During the beta program, feedback gathering and prioritization should be ongoing. Once the program is closed out and the de-brief meetings are complete. Prioritization of features, bugs and discussions with engineering will be held to determine what capabilities can be incorporated into the final product release.
As in any good meeting practice, any action items that arise should be recorded during the meeting, reviewed before meeting adjournment, and published via email to all participants.

Step 10 – Close-Out the Beta Program

With each client, be sure to officially close the Beta program. 

Hold a conference call a few days prior to the de-brief meeting. 


1) Be sure the client has de-installed the software (if necessary).  

2) Be sure logistics are understood, an agenda is shared and contact information is provided for the de-brief meeting


Like any good project, a clear close-out of the program will ensure everyone is on the same page and expectations have been clearly met. After your de-brief meeting, be sure to send the participants a note of thanks for their participation in your program and their contributions to your product.
Additionally, a close-out/lessons-learned meeting should be held with all those (internally) involved in the project. This is a key method improving your future beta programs.

Appendix A

BETA TESTING PROGRAM AGREEMENT

This Beta Testing License Agreement (the “Agreement”) is made as of this ________ day of _________, ______ (the “Effective Date”) between Company A with an office at ___________________________  and __Company B __("Beta Tester"), ___________________________ with an office at ______________________________________ with reference to the following:

A. Company A is providing a Beta Program for it’s <Product Name> software product to be referred to as “the Beta Product”

B. Beta Tester wishes to participate in this Beta Program.

NOW, THEREFORE, the parties hereby agree as follows:



Section 1: Beta Program Defined



Company A grants the Beta Tester, for the Term of this Agreement, (defined in Section 3) the right to access and use a Beta version of the Beta Product solely for purposes of testing and providing feedback as outlined under Section 2.  Beta Tester shall take reasonable steps to prevent the unauthorized disclosure or use of the Beta Product.  Beta Tester agrees: 

(a) not in any way to reverse engineer, disassemble or decompile the Beta Product or any portion thereof except to the extent and for the express purposes authorized by applicable law notwithstanding this limitation; 

(b) and, not to release the results of any performance or functional evaluation of the Beta Product to any third party without prior written approval from Company A.

(c) and, it will use the Beta Product, materials, documentation, and other information provided for Beta Testing, solely for the purposes permitted under Section 2 of this Agreement and not for any commercial use or other purpose(s).
 

The Beta Product will be provided to the Best Tester free of charge for the duration of the Beta Program.  Beta Tester agrees to:
(a) provide feedback as outlined in Section 2. In consideration for this feedback, if the Beta Tester wishes to purchase the Beta Product upon or within 30 days of General Availability (GA) they may do so at a discount of <what>.  List price is provided in Appendix A. GA is scheduled < when/date or timeframe.>

(b) be a reference for Company A by providing a quote for use in Company A’s marketing materials. This may include use in a press release, on Company A’s website or other marketing collateral.  All quotes must approved by Beta Tester; and Beta Tester agrees to a allow Company A to produce a 2 page case study, to be written by Company A and approved by Beta Tester.
the BETA TESTING Product IS provided TO BETA TESTER   “as is” and without warranty of any kind (including without limitation any implied warranties of merchantability or fitness for a particular use), and COMPANY A expressly disclaims any such warranties, whether expressed or implied.


 
The term of the Beta Program shall run for the duration of this Agreement defined in Section 3.  The term may be extended upon mutual written agreement of the parties.  Either party may terminate the Beta Testing Program upon 1 days notice to the other, for or without cause.  Upon termination, neither Beta Tester, nor its employees shall have any further authorization or rights to access or use the Beta product provided to the Beta Tester, and shall promptly certify in writing to Company A that the Beta product provided to them as a Beta Tester has been completely removed from Beta Testers computer(s) and/or system(s) and that all the provided product media has been destroyed. 



Section 2:  Purpose and Use Defined



The following section describes the installation, testing, support and guidelines for Beta Tester to provide feedback to Company A.

2.1 Installation: The Beta Product requires installation by <_whom_________>. As follows is the configuration that should be available for this installation and this is the only supported configuration for the Beta Program.



<Add Configuration Requirements>


2.2 Testing: Beta Tester may have up to <__No.__> users accessing the Beta product for testing purposes. All testers are required to provide feedback as is defined in section 2.3.  



2.3 Feedback: The Beta Tester(s) will provide feedback to Company A as defined in Appendix B. This includes:


a) Documented Feedback


b) Verbal Feedback

2.4 Support: The Beta product is NOT supported under maintenance nor typical support vehicles offered by Company A for their Generally Available products. All inquires for the Beta product should be directed to: <Whom/How_______>


Section 3: Terms and Duration of the Agreement

The term of this agreement is defined by the start and end date of the Beta period as follows: 

Start Beta Period:     Date

End Beta Period:     Date


Beta Tester has read, understands and agrees to the terms of this Agreement and the undersigned represents that he or she is duly authorized to sign this Agreement.

Beta Tester



Company A  

	 __________________________

Name
__________________________

Title
__________________________

Date
	
__________________________

Name

__________________________

Title
__________________________

Date


Appendix A

List Pricing For Discount Reference
Appendix B

Schedule
	Kick-Off Conference Call

             Date:

             Number:

            Attendees:
          
	
X/XX/XXX
1-800-XXX-XXXX

John

Jack



	Delivery of Beta Version 


Date:

	Medium/Method
X/XX/XXX

	Installation and Training

            Date: 
            Duration:

            Attendees:

	

	Periodic Conference Calls


Frequency:

Day/Time:

Number:


	


	Start of Test Period


Date:

	

	End of Test Period


Date:

	

	All Feedback Submitted By


Date:
	

	Close-Out Conference Call


Date:

             Attendees:

             Number:
	

	De-brief Meeting:


Date:

Attendees:
              Location:

	

	Return of Materials Due By


Date:
	


Date: 6/6/2006                                                                                                                      Page 1

